Figure 3
Horace Pippin, "Abe Lincoln's First Book," 1944, oil on canvas, Collection of the Carnegie Museum of Art, Gift of Sara M. Winokur and James L. Winokur.
Leading with a painting of a white president (albeit by a black artist) and extolling U.S.
patriotism contradicts the commonsense understanding that part of the "shared urgency" surrounding 20/20 was ushered in by widespread black-led opposition to state violence in the form of police brutality. Black Lives Matter has wrought an overdue awareness of the histories of quotidian and juridical antiblackness in the United States, including in museums. Borrowing a phrase from the U.S. Constitution to title the opening section, "A More Perfect Union," risked papering over the state's role and vested interest in perpetuating racism and our fractured civil society.
The histories of large public museums are inscribed in a consistent neglect of black artists and the once-legal exclusion of and routine disinterest in the black communities, which they are, in fact, charged to serve. No exhibition that showcases black art could avoid being freighted with expectations of righting this history. But if an exhibition's (unstated) objective is to remedy or at least avoid contributing to a more than hundred-year history of institutional racism, it must do justice to the complexity and contradictions within the myriad themes, affects, and formal approaches in artwork by black people. In many of these ways 20/20 succeeded. However, such efforts towards cultural reparations would have been bolstered by direct acknowledgment of racism in the institutional history in and beyond the collections. After all, reconciliation begins not with celebration but with public discussions of difficult truths.
